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SOCIOLOGY 391: SOCIAL PROBLEMS  
FALL 2021 
UNIVERSITY OF MONTANA 
Instructor: Jake Hammond  
Please refer to me as Dr. Hammond, 
Professor Hammond or Mr. Hammond 
Office: Social Sciences 305 
Office Hours: Mon and Wed, 2:00-4:00 pm 
and by appointment. Please email at least 24 
hours in advance to schedule. 
E-mail: jacobs.hammond@mso.umt.edu
Credits: 3
Days: Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays
Time: 12:00-12:50 pm
Location: Social Sciences 254
Prerequisites: Introduction to Sociology 
Course Description 
This course introduces you to a wide range of issues known in sociology as social 
problems. Generally speaking, social problems are “conditions that somehow harm society”
(Best 2013:3). However, as we will discuss, this definition largely fails to explain why some
conditions that cause a great deal of harm are not considered social problems, while other 
conditions that cause little or no harm are considered major social problems. As such, this course
will “focus on how and why particular conditions come to be constructed as social problems”
(Best 2013:14). Through in-class discussions, writing and independent research, you will refine
your “sociological imagination” and improve your ability to identify the underlying processes 
that drive what a society defines (or fails to identify) as a social problem. I hope you will develop
breadth, depth, and integration of learning for the benefit of yourself, your communities, and for 
society at large.
Textbooks 
This course has two required texts:
Best, Joel. 2013. Social Problems. 2nd Edition. New York: W.W. Norton and Company.
ISBN: 9780393918632
Silver, Ira. 2007. Social Problems: Readings. 1st Edition. New York: W.W. Norton and 
Company. ISBN: 9780393929324
These texts are available through the UM bookstore or online marketplaces. I have placed one
copy of the Best text on reserve at the UM library. I do not currently have an extra copy of Silver
to put on reserve. 
Student Learning Outcomes 
SLO 1: Students will be able to define the sociological imagination, and to explain how 
exercising a sociological imagination is critical when considering potential causes for, and 












    
 
   
   
  
 
    
 


















SLO 2: Students will be able to explain the constructionist approach to social problems, and how 
it differs from an objectivist approach to social problems. 
SLO 3: Students will be able to list the steps of the social problems process and to analyze how 
they relate to each other and/or to a social issue. 
SLO 4: Students will be able to discuss how the social problems process offers insight into how 
society views, and reacts to, social issues. 
SLO 5: Students will apply the social problems process to a social issue of their choosing to help 
explain societal reaction to the issue. 
SLO 6: Students will identify potential solutions for the social issue they have selected. 
A Note on Free Thinking 
Social issues are inherently contentious. I carefully select materials that are supported by
empirical evidence and are in step with accepted understandings in the social science
community. Still, throughout the course, you may find yourself disagreeing with the conclusions 
of assigned readings, videos, or lectures. That is perfectly acceptable. To the variability of human 
experience, a certain amount of disagreement is to be expected. I do not expect unthinking
compliance or adherence to the perspectives raised by social scientists or even myself. Rather
what I do expect, and will evaluate as the basis of your grade, is the degree to which you are able 
to demonstrate a thorough comprehension of material that is presented. That means being able to 
articulate the foundational components of readings, videos and lectures. In other words, I
encourage you to feel comfortable to offer opposing perspectives. However, it is critical that any
remarks offered are delivered in a courteous and productive fashion. It is also important that you 
do not let any disagreement you have interfere with your ability to grapple with the course
material, as your understanding of this material will ultimately determine your grade in the
course. 
Expectations for Conduct  
I expect that all students attending this course follow the tenets of common decency and 
acceptable behavior conducive to a positive learning environment. Because we will be dealing
with controversial contemporary social issues, an open mind and a mature attitude are important 
requirements for this course. Students are expected to be polite and courteous at all times. 
Disruptive behavior of any kind will not be tolerated. All persons who enter this classroom will 
be treated with dignity and respect regardless of age, race, sex, social class, religion, politics, 
sexual orientation, and/or lifestyle. There will be zero tolerance in this classroom for any form of









    





   
 
  
   
 
    
    
    
   
   
   
   
 
 




You will need to use Moodle to track course activities, access course materials, take
online assessments, keep tabs on your grade, and submit papers. If you have difficulty accessing
the Moodle page for this course or with any of these processes, please contact the IT 
professionals at UM via email: umonline-help@umontana.edu, or call: 406. 243.4999. 
Electronic Devices Policy 
If you attend in person, your cell phone must be silenced and stowed out of sight during
class time. Laptops or other electronic devices may not be used during in-person attendance. The
only exception to this policy is if I give express permission for the class to use electronic devices 
for an activity.  
Attendance Policy 
Attendance is not required. However, it is recommended. Research in general has 
consistently shown that attendance is positively correlated with academic performance. In 
addition, I have conducted my own analyses of the relationship between attendance and 
academic performance in my classes. The relationship has been striking. For example, in one 
class I found that students who attended every class averaged an A- for a final grade, while those
that missed two or more classes averaged a C-, and those that missed consistently fared even 
worse. Therefore, while attendance is not required, students who attend class regularly are much 





Project Paper 1 15%
Project Paper 2 15%
Project Presentation 5%
Peer Evaluation Forms 5%
3 Exams (60% total) 
You will complete three exams during the course. Exam 1 will cover the first third of the 
course, Exam 2 the second third, and the final exam is cumulative. Exams will assess your 
understanding of our assigned readings as well as content introduced in class. One week in 
advance of the exam, I will post a study guide on Moodle which will include topics to be
covered, exam structure and preparation tips. In general, you should plan on completing all
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when exams approach and the study guide will help guide your final preparation and review. 
Exams will be conducted via Moodle.
Group Project (40%)
For our course project, you will work as part of a three member group. If you want to, 
you can select your own group by listing your group member’s names on our Google doc, which 
is linked under the Introduction tab on our Moodle page. If you do not choose to self-select into a 
group, I will assign you to a group based on alphabetical order of last name. You will work with 
your group to research a social problem of the group’s choosing and to apply Best’s social 
problems framework. For our purposes, we are defining social problems as conditions which 
harm society (in other words, have negative effects on many people) (Best 2013: 3). 
Once your topic has been determined, you will work with your group to research and 
write a topic proposal and two papers. Paper 1 covers stages 1-3 of the social problems process 
(claims, media, public reaction). Paper 2 covers stages 4-6 (policymaking, social problems work, 
policy outcomes). When a paper is due, your group will submit one paper to the assignment drop 
box, with each member’s name listed at the top of the paper. In addition, each group member 
will individually submit a completed peer evaluation form to a separate drop box titled Peer 
Evaluation. The peer evaluation form is attached to this drop box. Simply download the form and 
type your answers into the word document, then submit the document to the Peer Evaluation 
drop box. You will be asked to list your, and the other group members’, contributions to the 
paper, and to calculate (roughly) the proportion of total work completed by each person. Group
members are expected to contribute equally to the duties associated with completing group
project assignments (e.g., brainstorming, preparation, research, writing, editing, etc.). 
Group members who do not participate equitably will receive a reduced grade.
During the last week of class, your group will deliver a brief presentation to the class on 
your Group Project. For your presentation, your group should prepare a PowerPoint which 
provides an overview of your topic, and which synthesizes what you found for each stage of the
social problems process in your paper. Your presentation should be 5 minutes in length. This 
isn’t very long, so you will need to cut down to your most important findings for each stage. You 
will discuss only your answers to the questions themselves. This means you should not discuss 
definitions included in your paper. You will be evaluated on the quality, clarity and organization 
of your PowerPoint, your ability to cover each stage of the social problems process in a
synthesized fashion, command of your information, and your presentation style. In terms of
presentation style, some tips: avoid reading your slides verbatim, speak to your audience, and 
vary your voice intonation/volume. Your group will submit your PowerPoint to the Group 
Project Presentation drop box, and all group member names should be included on the title slide. 
In addition, each group member will complete the Peer Evaluation Form and submit it to the 
Group Project Presentation Peer Evaluation drop box. Each group member is expected to 
contribute equally to preparation for the presentation, as well as the presentation itself. 


















    
   
   
  
 









When your group submits an assignment or presents on your project at the end of the 
semester, you will also be asked to fill out a peer evaluation form. These forms are graded based 
on a) completion and b) level of detail. 
Academic Honesty   
All students are responsible for maintaining the highest standards of honesty and integrity
in every phase of their academic careers. Acts such as cheating on an exam, helping someone 
else cheat on an exam, or plagiarizing material on a written assignment will result in an F for
the course. Students will also be reported to the Director of Community Standards for
additional disciplinary sanction by the University. All students must be aware of and carefully
adhere to the provisions defining and prohibiting academic misconduct in the UM Student 
Conduct Code (see http://life.umt.edu/vpsa/student_conduct.php). 
Email Policy 
Despite the many advantages that email offers, it also presents certain pitfalls, 
particularly when used in professional contexts. Learning to use email in a professional manner 
is an important skill which will help prepare you for future endeavors. When you use email, 
please remember to write formally and clearly. Imagine that you are speaking directly to your 
recipient when you write an email, and monitor the content and tone of your message
accordingly. Messages with misspellings and incorrect grammar reflect poorly on the sender. If it 
is difficult for you to send formal messages from your phone, I suggest waiting to send the
message from a computer. 
I am happy to answer questions and to schedule meetings over email. However, before
sending an email, please check to make sure your email meets the following conditions: 
1) Include a greeting and a signature. This is a professional norm and a sign of respect that will 
serve you well at MSU and beyond. 
2) Double-check that the question you are asking is not already answered on the syllabus, on 
assignment prompts, or any other materials that have been distributed in class or via a course
email. Also, check with a classmate to see if they have an answer for your question before
emailing me. 
3) Evaluate whether the question you are asking is better saved for office hours. Typically, email 
is best suited for simple yes or no questions. Feedback for major assignments, clarification of
prompts, and explanations for grading needs to happen over the phone. 
4) Double check that your email does not contain misspellings or incorrect grammar. 
I try to respond to emails in a reasonable amount of time (24-48 hours, except for over 
the weekend). In general, I check and respond to emails between 8 am and 3 pm Monday
through Friday. I tend not to check email over the weekend. 



































Late assignments will receive a grade deduction. 0-24 hours late = 75% credit, 24.01-48 
hours late = 50% credit, more than 48 hours late = no credit. If you submitted the assignment 
late due to external factors beyond your control, and you can substantiate this with evidence, you 
can complete an Appeal for Assignment Extension. Details are listed below. Similarly, if you 
missed an assessment due to such circumstances, you can submit an Appeal for a Makeup 
Assessment, also listed below. 
Appeal for Makeup Assessment OR Assignment Extension 
If you missed an assessment or need an extension on an assignment, you may submit a
written appeal for a makeup or extension. Failure to complete any part of this process will result
in the appeal being denied. In order to be considered, the appeal must be typed, and must be 
written in formal language. If you are not sure what constitutes formal writing, I have provided a
link at the end of this section. Your appeal letter must be edited, and must demonstrate 
appropriate grammar, spelling and punctuation. This letter will be submitted to me via email. 
Your written appeal must respond to the following questions: 1) What assessment or 
assignment is your appeal in regard to? Be specific. 2) Why did you miss the assessment, or why
do you need an extension on an assignment? Give an in-depth explanation. 3) At what point did 
you first become aware that you would likely miss the assessment, or need an extension for the 
assignment. Again, be specific. Identity a day, date and time. 4) Why do you feel you should be
allowed to make up the missed assessment? If you are appealing for an extension on an 
assignment, how long of an extension are you asking for, and why do you feel like this extension 
should be granted. Explain in detail, and support your argument with evidence and/or 
documentation. Evidence might be constituted by facts about circumstances beyond your control, 
or that you could not anticipate, etc. 
Please be advised that completion of the appeal process only guarantees that I will
consider whether you should be granted a makeup assessment or extension, and does not
guarantee that a makeup assessment or extension will be granted.
Formal Writing Guide Resource: 
http://www.word-mart.com/html/formal_and_informal_writing.html
Grade Appeal  
If you wish to have a graded assignment re-evaluated by me, you will need to complete
the grade appeal process, which is detailed below. Failure to complete any part of this process 
will result in the work not being re-evaluated.  
First, you must allow 24 hours to pass between the time the assignment is handed back
before contacting me or submitting your appeal. Once these 24 hours have passed, you must 
provide me with a written grade appeal. In order to be considered, the appeal must be typed, and 
must be written in formal language (see link above). Your appeal letter must be edited, and must 





   
 




   



























Your written appeal must respond to the following questions: 1) What assignment are
you wanting me to re-evaluate? 2) Where do you feel an error was made in grading? If the
assignment received multiple scores, which component of the assignment do you feel was not
graded accurately? 3) Provide a summary of your original work. 4) What grade did you receive?
5) Explain, in detail, why your work deserves a higher score, and support your assertion with 
evidence.  Evidence, in this case, is constituted by citing appropriate course materials which 
support your argument. When citing course materials, you must provide direct quotes with
appropriate in-text citation. Materials not assigned as part of the course will not be considered as 
evidence. 6) Finally, please explain what grade you believe your work deserves. Please be
advised that reconsideration of an assignment grade may result in the original grade being
lowered if additional flaws are found in the assignment during re-evaluation. 
Disability Services 
The University of Montana assures equal access to instruction through collaboration 
between students with disabilities, instructors, and the Office for Disability Equity (ODE). If you 
have a disability that adversely affects your academic performance, and you have not already
registered with ODE, please contact ODE in Lommasson Center 154 or 406.243.2243. I will
work with you and ODE to provide an appropriate modification. In order to receive
accommodations, you need to send me a letter from ODE.
Discrimination and Harassment  
The U.S. Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights enforces Title IX of the
Education Amendments of 1972. Title IX protects people from discrimination based on sex in 
education programs or activities that receive Federal financial assistance. All employees at The
University of Montana are considered mandatory reporters, which requires them to report 
incidents of gender-based discrimination (e.g., sexual violence, sexual harassment, rape, sexual 
assault, domestic violence, and/or stalking).  In accordance with Title IX laws, students must be 
made aware of the following:  If any employee of UM, including instructors and teaching
assistants, learns of any potential gender-based discrimination, they are required to notify the 
Title IX Coordinator Alicia Arant (Alicia.arant@mso.umt.edu, 243-5617, University Hall -
Room 006), immediately. Once an incident is reported to Title IX, the student will be contacted 
by the Title IX Coordinator for follow up. Students can also report directly to the Title IX 
coordinator in regards to any gender-based discrimination. Confidential Resource: The Student 
Advocacy Resource Center (SARC) provides free and confidential support and brief counseling
services for students who have experienced gender-based discrimination. SARC is located in 
Curry Health Center, Room 108, and their number is 243-4429. Students are also welcome to 
call their 24-hour support line (406) 243-6559. Speaking with a confidential resource does not
disqualify students from making a formal report to the Title IX Coordinator if and when they are
ready. In the confidential setting, students will be made aware of available resources and
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Any student who faces challenges securing food or housing is urged to contact any or all
of the following campuses resources:
Food Pantry Program 
UM offers a food pantry that students can access for emergency food. The pantry is open 
on Tuesdays from 9 to 2, on Fridays from 10-5. The pantry is located in UC 119 (in the former
ASUM Childcare offices). Pantry staff operate several satellite food cupboards on campus
(including one at Missoula College). For more information about this program, email
umpantry@mso.umt.edu, visit the pantry’s website (https://www.umt.edu/uc/food-
pantry/default.php) or contact the pantry on social media (@pantryUm on twitter, @UMPantry
on Facebook, um_pantry on Instagram).
ASUM Renter Center 
The Renter Center has compiled a list of resources for UM students at risk of
homelessness or food insecurity here: http://www.umt.edu/asum/agencies/renter-
center/default.php and here: https://medium.com/griz-renter-blog. Students can schedule an 
appointment with Renter Center staff to discuss their situation and receive information, support, 
and referrals.
TRiO Student Support Services  
TRiO serves UM students who are low-income, first-generation college students, or have
documented disabilities. TRiO services include a textbook loan program, scholarships and 
financial aid help, academic advising, coaching, and tutoring. Students can check their eligibility
for TRiO services online here: http://www.umt.edu/triosss/apply.php#Eligibility. If you are
comfortable, please come see members of the teaching team. We will do our best to help connect 
you with additional resources.
COVID Policy 
Mask use is required within the classroom. If you feel sick and/or are exhibiting COVID-
19 symptoms, please don’t come to class and contact the Curry Health Center at (406) 243-4330.
If you are required to isolate or quarantine, you will receive support in the class to ensure
continued academic progress. All assignments and assessments are contained in the syllabus 
course schedule, supplementary resources are available through our Moodle course page, and 
there are appeal processes in place if you miss deadlines or assessments. Class attendance and 
seating will be recorded to support contact tracing efforts. Drinking liquids and eating food is
discouraged within the classroom.
Grade Scale
Students’ final grades will be a percentage (0 to 100%). I will use the following grading
scale to convert the percentage of points earned to a final letter grade. Grades with decimal 
remainders will be adjusted in accordance with mathematical rules of rounding. For example




    
    
    
    
    






































F 59 or below
COURSE CALENDAR
Week 1 (Aug 30-Sep 3)
Mon: No Class (Instructor Traveling, First Class on Wednesday)
Wed: Introduction
Readings: Syllabus (on Moodle)
Fri: Thinking like a Sociologist, Course Project Introduction
Readings: King, “Place, the Sociological Imagination, and Western Pennsylvania,” read 
online at: https://www.everydaysociologyblog.com/2017/08/place-the-sociological-
imagination-and-western-pennsylvania.html
Readings: Project Paper 1 and Project Paper 2 Instructions (attached to drop boxes, which 
are posted under the week the assignments are due on Moodle)
Week 2 (Sep 6-10)
Mon: No Class, Labor Day
Wed: The Social Problems Process 
Readings: Best, Chapter 1, “The Social Problems Process”
Fri: The Social Problems Process and Group Selection
Readings: Silver, Reading 5, “Making Road Dangers Invisible” by Gladwell
Week 3 (Sep 13-17)


















    
    
 
 
   
 
   
 
    






Readings: Silver, Reading 26, “Black Men as Criminals and as Victims” by Glassner
Wed: Claims
Readings: Best, Chapter 2, “Claims”
Fri: Claims
Readings: Silver, Reading 10, “The Horrors of Child Abuse” by Johnson




Note: If you do not self-select into a group, I will group remaining students based on 
alphabetical order of last name.
Week 4 (Sep 20-24)
Mon: Claims and Group Workshop
Readings: Silver, Reading 22, “Babies Having Babies” by Luker
Wed: Activists as Claimsmakers
Readings: Best, Chapter 3, “Activists as Claimsmakers”
Fri: Activists as Claimsmakers
Readings: Silver, Reading 9, “Random Violence” by Best
***Due: Project Paper Topic Selection (1-page summary)
Week 5 (Sep 27-Oct  1)
Mon: Activists as Claimsmakers
Readings: Silver, Reading 19, “Selling Environmental Problems” by Ungar
Wed: Review
Recommended: Work on study guide
Fri: ***Exam 1
Note: This exam will be administered via Moodle and will only be available for you to 
take during our regular class time. Therefore, we will not hold our regular class meeting. 
Week 6 (Oct 4-8)
Mon: Experts as Claimsmakers




   
 
 












   
 













Wed: Experts as Claimsmakers
Readings: Silver, Reading 6, “Getting Fat on Misinformation” by the Center for
Consumer Freedom
Fri: Experts as Claimsmakers
Readings: Silver, Reading 13, “PMS and the Biological Flaws of Womanhood” by Tavris
Week 7 (Oct 11-15)
Mon: The Media and Claims
Readings: Best, Chapter 5, “The Media and Claims”
Wed: The Media and Claims
Readings: Silver, Reading 7, “Making School Shootings More Thinkable” by Shriver
Fri: The Media and Claims
Readings: Silver, Reading 1, “Spotlighting Disaster” by Klinenberg
Week 8 (Oct 18-22)
Mon: Public Reaction
Reading: Best, Chapter 6, “Public Reaction”
Wed: Public Reaction and Group Workshop
Reading: Silver, Reading 8, “The Problem with Welfare as We Know It” by Jackson
Fri: Public Reaction
Reading: Silver, Reading 32, “The Colored Stigma of Imprisonment” by Pager
Week 9 (Oct 25-29)
Mon: Policymaking and Group Workshop
Reading: Best, Chapter 7, “Policymaking”
Wed: Policymaking
Readings: Silver, Reading 2, “Waging War on Drugs” by Reinarman and Levine
Fri: Policymaking
Readings: Silver, Reading 27, “The War on Terror and a Terrified Public” by Rothe and 
Muzzatti
***Due: Project Paper 1 (post to Moodle by 11:59 pm)
Week 10 (Nov 1-5)












    
   
 
 
   
 
  
















Reading: Best, Chapter 8, “Social Problems Work”
Wed: Social Problems Work
Readings: Silver, Reading 15, “Treating Social Problems as Emergencies” by Lipsky and 
Smith
Fri: Social Problems Work
Readings: Silver, Reading 28, “Fostering Personal Responsibility among Women on 
Welfare” by Hays
Week 11 (Nov 8-12)
Mon: Review
Wed: ***Exam 2
Note: This exam will be administered via Moodle and will only be available for you to 
take during our regular class time. Therefore, we will not hold our regular class meeting. 
Fri: Policy Outcomes
Readings: Best, Chapter 9, “Policy Outcomes”
Week 12 (Nov 15-19)
Mon: Policy Outcomes
Readings: Silver, Reading 29, “Providing Free Housing to the Homeless” by Gladwell
Wed: Policy Outcomes and Group Workshop




Week 13 (Nov 22-26)
Mon: Film: TBD
Readings: None
Wed and Fri – no class, Thanksgiving
Week 14 (Nov 29-Dec 3)
Mon: Claims Across Space and Time and Group Workshop
Reading: Best, Chapter 10, “Claims across Space and Time”












   
 
     




Readings: Silver, Reading 17, “Stalking as a Danger Potentially Menacing All Women”
by Lowney and Best
Fri: Uses of the Constructionist Stance and Group Workshop
Reading: Best, Chapter 11, “The Uses of the Constructionist Stance”
***Due: Project Paper 2 (post to Moodle by 11:59 pm)
Week 15 (Dec 6-10)
Mon: Project Presentations
Wed: Project Presentations
Fri: Final Exam Review
*** Final Exam: Friday, December 17, 8-10 am
Note: This exam will be administered via Moodle and will only be available for you to take
during the specified window of time. 
